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Our Russian Classrooms and Students:
Who is Choosing Russian, Why, and What Cultural Content
Should We Offer Them?
Jason Merrill
Language instructors are well aware of the many challenges facing our
profession. Financial pressures and fluctuating enrollments have caused
many institutions to look critically at their language programs and
curricula. Adding to these concerns is the lingering sentiment in some
areas that foreign languages are not something that “you (really) need to
know,” as Lawrence Summers stated in 2012 (Summers). Colleagues
have produced impassioned defenses of the many benefits of language
study (e.g. Geisler 2012), but ultimately we, as a profession, need to
combine such efforts with the most effective and relevant language
instruction we can provide. Geisler is not alone in pointing out that
language study is all the more crucial in our world of shifting
geopolitical power structures where technology and a global economy
increasingly bring various cultures into contact with each other. One way
we can demonstrate relevance and effectiveness is by providing
instruction that emphasizes the connections between the target language
and the culture(s) in which it is spoken.
One of the most influential pedagogical innovations of the past 25
years is the formulation of the concept of Content-Based Instruction
(CBI). In language classrooms CBI “refers to the concurrent study of
language and subject matter, with the form and sequence of language
presentation dictated by content material” (Brinton et al. 2003, ix).
Practitioners of CBI enjoy its flexibility because it is not one concrete
approach but rather “a continuum” (Brinton et al. 2003, 246) that includes
“sheltered content courses, adjunct courses, theme-based and area
studies modules, Language for Special Purposes (LSP), discipline-based
instruction, and foreign languages across the curriculum (FLAC)”
(Stryker and Leaver 1997, 3) as well as “content-enriched instruction”
(Dueñas 2004, 75).
Those who have worked with CBI praise its effectiveness.
Students in CBI courses have been shown to acquire language at no less
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than the rate of those in traditional language classes while also gaining
cultural knowledge; at the same time CBI increases students’ motivation
and makes the learning process more enjoyable (Stryker and Leaver 1997,
5, 14; Brinton et al. 2003, 214-215). CBI has been shown to be an effective
model for working with heritage speakers (Angelelli and Kagan 2002,
216) and can be used in beginning language classes (Leaver 1997). CBI
can also have more of a long-term impact because it “aims at
empowering students to become independent learners and continue the
learning process beyond the classroom” (Stryker and Leaver 1997, 3).
Professional organizations have adjusted the goals of language
learning to reflect the field’s emphasis on connecting language
instruction with cultural content. The American Council on the Teaching
of Foreign Languages’s (ACTFL) “Five C’s of Foreign Language
Education” (published in 1996) include Cultures, because students
“cannot truly master the language until they have also mastered the
cultural contexts in which the language occurs,” and Connections, which
encourage students to “recognize the distinctive viewpoints that are only
available through the foreign language and its culture” (ACTFL
Standards). The Modern Language Association’s (MLA) “Foreign
Languages and Higher Education” report (2006) sets “translingual and
transcultural competence” as a necessary outcome of language teaching
(MLA). The Common European Framework (adopted in 2002) divides the
cultural knowledge that students should possess into “declarative
knowledge (savoir),” which includes sociocultural knowledge and
intercultural awareness, “skills and know-how (savoir-faire),” and
“existential competence (savoir-être)” (2001, 101-106).
Regardless of model, most teachers and Second Language
Acquisition (SLA) scholars agree that cultural content is inseparable from
language study. One question that naturally arises at this point concerns
the types of content that should be offered in the language classroom.
The existing literature offers limited guidance. The MLA suggests that
instructors “situate language study in cultural, historical, geographic,
and cross-cultural frames within the context of humanistic learning”
(2006, 4). The MLA report provides “one possible model” of
competencies a student “should” have mastered to be able “to read a
cultural narrative” (2006, 4-5). The Common European Framework also
devotes several pages to the question of what cultural content should be
taught (2001, 101-104), but gives a similarly general and lengthy catalog
of topics. Such broad lists provide excellent food for thought, but how do
50
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instructors prioritize and decide what cultural content to provide during
the limited contact hours they have with students?
In the CBI classroom the “learner’s needs are the hub around
which the course materials revolve” (Brinton et al. 2003, 3). Brinton,
Snow, and Wesche argue that true CBI “takes into account the interests
and needs of the learners” and “incorporates the eventual uses the
learner will make of the target language” (2003, ix). They ask, however,
“How can we know which topics will be of interest to our students?”
(2003, 1).
One strategy is to poll students at the beginning of each semester,
to ask them about their majors, outside interests, and career goals. While
such a poll yields information specific to each group of students, this
approach leaves little time for course preparation, and CBI depends
heavily on materials tailored to each topic.
Another strategy is to poll current and former students to find out
not only about interests but also about how these students have been
using the target language outside and after formal classroom study. I
created a survey consisting of 67 questions that examine how students
envisioned using Russian when they first started studying Russian, how
they are using Russian today, and how they would like to be using
Russian in the future. A request to complete the survey was e-mailed to
1,191 students who studied Russian in the summer immersion program
of the Middlebury College Kathryn Wasserman Davis School of Russian
between 1991 and 2011. Of these, 584 addresses were rejected, meaning
that the request to complete the survey reached at most 607 former
students. Of these 607, 169 replied, a 27.8% response rate. In order to
assure students that the survey was completely anonymous, I did not ask
them to identify their home institution, but in an average summer the
School of Russian welcomes students from over 70 U.S. institutions,
others from outside the United States, and many professional and nontraditional students. This diversity assures that a range of students and
backgrounds are represented in the survey. The students’ replies to
questions about why they started taking Russian, how they have used
Russian, and about the content taught in their Russian classes can help us
plan the content we cover in our language classes in order to best
prepare our students for how they are using Russian today and would
like to be using it in the future. The more we know about our students,
the better we can prepare our language classes and keep them relevant
for the realities of today’s students and the challenges they face.
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Of the 169 students who took the survey, there were 110 women
and 56 males (not all students answered all the questions). The average
respondent age was 29.46 years, the median age 28 years. The
respondents represent a group committed to the study of Russian: the
average respondent had completed over 6.5 semesters of Russian and
almost 76% have studied or worked in Russia.
Why do students begin taking Russian?
In order to better prepare our students, it is useful to understand what
attracts them to our beginning Russian language classes. Respondents
were asked to rank their top three reasons:
All Respondents: Why did you start taking Russian?
Please rank your top three reasons (n = 158)
Reason
% ranked
first
Other
17.7
I wanted to use Russian in my future
15.8
employment
I wanted to read Russian authors in the
12
original
I was interested in Russian history
9.4
It sounded exotic
8.8
It sounded fun
7.5
I wanted to expand my understanding of
6.9
the world
I wanted to visit Russia
5.6
I wanted to work in Russia
4.4
I have Russian friends
3.1
The language I wanted to take was full /
2.5
not offered / conflicted with other courses
I wanted to become a teacher of Russian
1.8
history, culture, politics, or economy
I wanted to become a teacher of Russian
1.2
I am of Russian heritage
1.2
No particular reason
0.6
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% ranked in
top three
27.2
38.6
26.5
31
25.3
23.4
31
25.3
18.9
8.8
6.3
5
5.6
5.6
6.3
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The fact that “Other” received the most first-place selections confirms
that students choose Russian for a wide range of reasons. Students were
asked to elaborate, and several cited their overall love of languages,
previous interest in aspects of Russian culture, teachers who inspired
them to study Russian, or involvement in area studies programs—mostly
Central Asian—for which Russian was one possible language. But many
reasons were less predictable, such as “I wanted to know what the
Russian kids were saying when we played against them in high school
basketball” or “I was browbeaten into it by a prescient professor.”
A desire to use Russian in future employment was cited by over
15% of respondents, but this focus on employment was immediately
followed by several less job-oriented reasons, such as interest in Russian
literature and history and Russian’s reputation as exotic or fun. These
findings fit well with those reported anecdotally by Scott Jaschik in
“Russia(n) Is Back” in December 2009. Jaschik interviews several Russian
professors who reported that their students planned to use Russian in
their work (here Russian’s designation as a “critical language” has raised
its profile), yet still were interested in Russian literature. He adds that
these same professors indicated more frequently than in the past that
students were taking Russian “for more personal and practical reasons.”
Only 1.2% of the Middlebury respondents reported taking
Russian because they are of Russian heritage. The School of Russian’s
heritage learner numbers may be lower than at many programs; for
example Liudmila Isurin (2013) shows that 12.2% of students who took
Russian at The Ohio State University did so because they are of Russian
heritage. It is possible that heritage students enroll in Russian programs
at their own universities but do not seek intensive language programs at
other institutions, especially because several universities are able to
provide separate courses for heritage speakers, which the School of
Russian is unable to do.
Some gender differences emerge when we separate the answers
give by women and men. Over one-fifth of women chose “Other” as the
reason for taking Russian, with the desire to use Russian in future
employment and reading Russian literature still important, but a more
distant second and third:

53

Our Russian Classrooms and Students
Jason Merrill

Women: Why did you start taking Russian?
Please rank your top three reasons (n = 104)
Reason
% ranked
first
Other
22.1
I wanted to use Russian in employment 15.3
I wanted to read Russian authors in the 14.4
original
It sounded exotic
8.6
I was interested in Russian history
7.6
I wanted to expand my understanding
6.7
of the world
It sounded fun
6.7
I wanted to visit Russia
4.8
I have Russian friends
3.8
The language I wanted to take was full / 1.9
not offered / conflicted with other
courses
I am of Russian heritage
1.9
I wanted to become a teacher of Russian 1.9
history, culture, politics, or economy
I wanted to work in Russia
0.9
No particular reason
0.9
I wanted to become a teacher of Russian 0.9

% ranked in top
three
36.5
35.5
26.9
24
28.8
33.6
25.9
25
10.5
6.7

6.7
3.8
13.4
5.7
4.8

The picture looks different when men described why they started taking
Russian:
Men: Why did you start taking Russian? Please rank your top three
reasons (n = 52)
Reason
% ranked first
% ranked in top
three
I wanted to use Russian in
17.3
44.2
employment
I was interested in Russian
13.4
36.5
history
I wanted to work in Russia
11.5
30.7
It sounded exotic
9.6
28.8
54
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Other
I wanted to read Russian
authors in the original
It sounded fun
I wanted to visit Russia
I wanted to expand my
understanding of the world
The language I wanted to
take was full / not offered /
conflicted with other courses
I wanted to become a teacher
of Russian history, culture,
politics, or economy
I wanted to become a teacher
of Russian
I have Russian friends
No particular reason
I am of Russian heritage

9.6
7.6

9.6
26.9

7.6
7.6
5.7

17.3
25
25

3.8

5.7

1.9

7.6

1.9

7.6

1.9
0
0

3.8
7.6
5.7

Based on these answers, men appear to be more focused on employment
when they choose Russian. Their top reason for starting Russian was to
use it as part of their future employment. Far fewer men selected “Other”
as the reason they began studying Russian; while this was the first
answer for women, for men it was fifth, slightly below the fact that
Russian sounded exotic. Men showed less interest than women in
reading Russian authors in the original and more interest in Russian
history.
Male students’ focus on future employment stands out further
upon examination of the more specific category “I wanted to work in
Russia,” which was selected as the top reason for choosing Russian by
only one female respondent, whereas for men this was the third most
popular reason, selected first by over 10%. Combining the two questions
regarding employment means that using Russian in work was the
primary reason almost 29% of men began taking Russian, whereas only
16% of women began Russian for this reason.
Younger students represent an important group because they are
our current students or relatively close to them in terms of age and
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experience with Russian. Therefore, I looked at the responses of those
who are 25 years of age or younger:
Respondents 25 and under: Why did you start taking Russian?
Please rank your top three reasons (n = 56)
Reason
% ranked
% ranked in top
first
three
I wanted to use Russian in
16
39.2
employment
I wanted to read Russian authors in 16
32.1
the original
It sounded fun
12.5
26.7
Other
12.5
23.2
I wanted to expand my
8.9
35.7
understanding of the world
I was interested in Russian history
7.1
28.5
It sounded exotic
7.1
19.6
I wanted to become a teacher of
5.3
7.1
Russian history, culture, politics, or
economy
I wanted to visit Russia
3.5
25
I have Russian friends
3.5
3.5
I wanted to work in Russia
1.7
21.4
No particular reason
1.7
10.7
I am of Russian heritage
1.7
8.9
I wanted to become a teacher of
1.7
7.1
Russian
The language I wanted to take was
0
1.7
full / not offered / conflicted with
other courses
For younger respondents, the desires to use Russian as part of future
employment and to read Russian authors in the original are tied for first
place among reasons for signing up for Russian. Younger students
frequently mentioned expanding one’s understanding of the world and
an interest in Russian history, but these categories had far fewer firstplace selections, showing that for this age group these are important, but
secondary, reasons for starting Russian. The same is true of working in
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Russia; only one of our younger students selected it as their first reason
for taking Russian, but 21.4% of them ranked it in their top three. One of
eight younger students started taking Russian “because it sounded fun,”
a higher percentage than overall, something Russian programs might
keep in mind when developing recruitment materials and activities.
Responses to the question of why students start taking Russian
suggest a consistent range of reasons among which the emphasis shifts
over time. Our students begin taking Russian for many personal reasons,
to use it as part of future employment, and because of their interest in
literature and history, and Russian’s reputation as an exotic language.
The survey suggests that our younger students are not becoming more
job-oriented than their older peers and also are attracted to Russian by
Russian literature and culture, much like students 15-20 years ago. This
consistency is good news for instructors of Russian as we plan what
content to offer in our classrooms. However, we need to be ready for the
changing types of jobs our students may be finding and for the new
technologies in which they will be using Russian.
Where are students using Russian?
Fifteen percent of respondents reported currently living in an area where
Russian is spoken. When asked to identify where, they listed a wide
range of places. Moscow and Kazakhstan each were mentioned by four
respondents, followed by Kyrgyzstan, Georgia, St. Petersburg, Boston,
and New York City, all of which were listed twice. Mentioned once were
Russian cities such as Kazan’, Vladivostok, and Krasnodar, the Chuvash
Republic, and others such as Berlin, Philadelphia, and Baltimore. The
traditional centers of Russian language study, Moscow and St.
Petersburg, represent less than one quarter of the “Russian-speaking”
areas where our students are likely to be using the language they learn in
our classes. When we are preparing our students for places where they
will likely use their Russian we need to study areas beyond Russia’s
“two capitals,” because it is likely that many of our students will speak
Russian there.
Future Plans: Where do our students hope to work?
Respondents were asked if they planned to use Russian in their future
employment when they began taking Russian, and 70.6% said yes. A
total of 80.7% of males reported planning on using Russian in their future
employment, as did 66.6% of women. Over three quarters (76.7%) of
57
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students 25 and younger planned on using Russian in their future work.
Those who answered affirmatively were asked to rank the top three areas
they hoped to work in:
All respondents (who planned on using Russian in employment): What
area did you HOPE to work in when you started taking Russian?
(n = 109)
Area
% ranked first
% ranked in top
three
Government service (abroad –
27.5
65.1
diplomatic work)
Education
22.9
35.7
Government service (domestic
15.5
46.7
organizations such as the
Department of Commerce,
Department of Justice, FBI or CIA)
Other
9.1
12.8
Non-government organizations
8.2
53.2
(NGOs)
Business
8.2
24.7
Humanitarian Organizations
5.5
30.2
Journalism
2.7
13.7
Military
0
5.5
Aerospace
0
0
Government service, both abroad and domestic, represents a large area
of focus for those hoping to use Russian in their future employment
when they start taking Russian. Education is the only area that came
close in terms of first-place selections, and it is apparent that for those
who choose education it is a priority, because while nearly 23% selected
it as their first choice, only 35.7% listed it in their top three, meaning that
most who are interested in education see it as their first choice. Much the
opposite trend is visible with NGO’s; few listed working for one as a first
choice, yet over half named them in their top three. Apparently, many
students see working for an NGO as a fall-back option, and the survey
answers show that many more who go on to work with Russian will
eventually be employed by an NGO than originally saw this option as
their first choice.
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A few gender differences are notable in the areas where men and
women hoped to use their Russian in employment.
Women (who planned on using Russian in employment): What area
did you HOPE to work in when you started taking Russian? (n = 67)
Area
% ranked first
% ranked in top
three
Government service (abroad –
28.3
61.1
diplomatic work)
Education
25.3
41.7
Government service (domestic
14.9
44.7
organizations such as the
Department of Commerce,
Department of Justice, FBI or CIA)
Non-government organizations
11.9
56.7
(NGOs)
Other
10.4
16.4
Humanitarian Organizations
5.9
38.8
Business
2.9
16.4
Journalism
0
13.4
Military
0
2.9
Aerospace
0
0
Women’s top three choices closely paralleled the overall numbers; for
women the goal of working for an NGO was fourth, slightly ahead of
“Other.” Under “Other” women listed various additional reasons for
taking Russian, including two who said “I had no idea,” “I wanted to use
Russian in my own research,” and “I wanted to work in translation” (one
added that this career path did not work out). “I wanted to use Russian
in my own writing,” “oil/gas,” and “graphic design” were each
mentioned once.
Men selected the same top three reasons, although with less interest in
education and more in domestic government service, but then
emphasized reasons that were less popular with women. For men, fourth
and fifth places are occupied by business and journalism, two areas that
enjoyed almost no popularity among women. On the other hand, NGO’s
and humanitarian organizations were of much lower interest to men,
especially as a first choice. Only three men selected an “Other” area in
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which they hoped to use Russian: two said they had “no idea” and the
third expressed an interest in working in “Arts and Cultures:
Museums/Journals.”
Men (who planned on using Russian in employment): What area did
you HOPE to work in when you started taking Russian? (n = 41)
Area
% ranked first
% ranked in
top three
Government service (abroad –
26.8
73.1
diplomatic work)
Education
19.5
24.3
Government service (domestic
17
51.2
organizations such as the
Department of Commerce,
Department of Justice, FBI or CIA)
Business
17
39
Journalism
7.3
14.6
Other
7.3
7.3
Non-government organizations
2.4
46.3
(NGOs)
Humanitarian Organizations
2.4
14.6
Military
0
9.7
Aerospace
0
0
More than three quarters of respondents 25 years old and
younger (76.7%) replied that they planned to use Russian in their future
employment when they began studying it. Our younger students are
even more focused on the three employment choices most popular
overall. Students who want to use Russian in their future employment
see government service as the most desirable venue for their Russian
skills, followed by careers in education. Other areas are less popular,
possibly because there is less awareness of them among those beginning
Russian. One of the goals of our content choices could be to raise
awareness of career paths other than government work and education.
Another goal could be to include content areas related to government
work and education, such as current events, mass media, Russian
politics, and the Russian educational system:
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Respondents 25 and under (who planned on using Russian in
employment): What area did you HOPE to work in when you started
taking Russian? (n = 40)
Area
% ranked first
% ranked in top
three
Government service (abroad –
37.5
77.5
diplomatic work)
Education
27.5
37.5
Government service (domestic
15
50
organizations such as the
Department of Commerce,
Department of Justice, FBI or
CIA)
Other
10
17.5
Non-government organizations 5
52.5
(NGOs)
Business
5
12.5
Humanitarian Organizations
0
22.5
Journalism
0
12.5
Military
0
7.5
Aerospace
0
0
Russian Use Outside the Classroom: Current Employment
The survey sought to discover how students use Russian outside the
classroom. Half of the students reported that they use Russian in their
current job or educational program. They were asked to rank the top
three ways. These numbers suggest content related to these fields we
might consider including in our curricula, including following the news
(including analyzing interviews), occasional translation exercises, or
Russian polling resources. For example, wciom.ru has examples of recent
polls on a wide range of social questions, archived polls, and
questionnaire games my students have enjoyed playing:
All respondents who use Russian in their current job or educational
program: How do you use Russian? Please rank the top three ways by
time spent (n = 77)
Way use Russian
% ranked first
% ranked in top three
Field research
29.8
45.4
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I am still formally
studying Russian
Following the news
Teaching
Other research
Translation /
Interpreting
Survey work

25.9

45.4

12.9
11.6
10.3
7.7

55.8
19.4
53.2
49.3

1.2

3.8

71.4% of students reported being currently employed, not
necessarily using Russian in their work. I asked employed students to
report in which area they were currently working:
All respondents who are employed: In what area do you work?
Choose all that apply (n = 115)
Area
% that work in that
area
Education
34.7
Other
23.4
Business
22.6
Non-government organizations (NGOs)
17.3
Government service (domestic organizations
7.4
such as the Department of Commerce,
Department of Justice, FBI or CIA)
Humanitarian organizations
3.4
Government service (abroad – diplomatic
3.4
work)
Journalism
2.6
Military
1.7
Aerospace
0
These numbers reveal several trends. First, fewer than 11% of students
report working in government service (domestic and abroad), a number
that is far lower than the 43% who hoped to work in government service
when they started taking Russian. This trend is particularly evident in
government service abroad, which was the most popular choice among
every group beginning Russian, but, depending on the group, for every
eight students initially interested only one ends up in such a career. On
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the other hand, more students work in education, business and for NGOs
than originally planned, likely a result of the students discovering more
about these areas as they study Russian and also a reflection of the
realities of the current job market.
It is important to remember that even when students are not
using the Russian language in their work, the content provided by our
CBI can help students in their careers. Some of the other areas where our
students are working include legal (five mentions) and health care (two),
along with consulting (media, engineering, translation), theater, social
services, commercial aviation, design, accounting, and tourism.
Of those who are currently employed, 44.3% report using Russian
in their work.
All respondents who use Russian in their employment: In what area
do you work?
Choose all that apply (n = 52)
Area
% that work in
that area
Education
42.3
Business
23
Non-government organizations (NGOs)
19.2
Other
17.3
Humanitarian organizations
5.7
Government service (domestic organizations such
5.7
as the Department of Commerce, Department of
Justice, FBI or CIA)
Government service (abroad – diplomatic work)
3.8
Journalism
3.8
Aerospace
0
Military
0
Those who selected “Other” use Russian in legal and health care
professions, as well as social services, accounting, and engineering
consulting.
Russian Outside the Classroom: Free Time
In addition to how students could use Russian in future employment,
another area of interest is how our students are using Russian outside
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work and the classroom. Many respondents (70.7%) reported using
Russian in their free time and I asked them to describe how:
All respondents who use Russian in their free time: How do you use
you Russian in your free time? Choose all that apply (n = 111)
Activity
% that engage in
the activity
I watch Russian films
72.9
I listen to Russian music
67.5
I read Russian web sites
66.6
I follow Russian news
64.8
I speak Russian with friends
64.8
I read Russian literature for pleasure
45
I watch YouTube videos
44.1
I correspond with Russian friends
42.3
I Skype with Russian friends
21.6
I read Russian non-fiction (other than news) for
15.3
pleasure
I participate in Russophone Internet-based
9
communities, including social media or gaming
communities
Other
9
I speak Russian with family members
8.1
Outside the classroom, students use Russian in a range of ways that
could lend themselves to exercises or homework assignments. Under
“Other,” students mentioned reading Russian poetry, conducting
historical research, listening to Russian radio via the Internet, studying
Russian language books, and “at CamRuSS events.” Two said they use
Russian at the theater, while one simply wrote “banya” (the bathhouse).
Instructors could consider constructing exercises that involve the
activities cited above. If we expose students to these resources, they will
be better able to continue to use them outside of class. At the beginning
of the summer or when facing graduation, students frequently ask about
ways to maintain their language without formal study, and these
activities can form part of the solution to this problem. Such activities can
be conducted by student groups; for example, Michigan State
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University’s Russian Club conducts regular Skype exchanges with the
Russian-American Center at the Gorky library in Volgograd.
Only 9% of respondents reported that “I participate in
Russophone Internet-based communities, including social media or
gaming communities,” yet when all students were asked specifically “Do
you use Russian in any social media sites?” 38.2% replied positively.
Their use of Russian is concentrated in a few social media sites:
All respondents who use Russian on social media sites: on which sites
do you use Russian? List all that apply (n = 60)
Site
% that use Russian
on that site
Facebook: www.facebook.com
81.6
V kontakte: www.vk.com
38.3
Twitter: https://twitter.com/
10
Odnoklassniki: http://www.odnoklassniki.ru/
3.3
Tumblr: https://www.tumblr.com/
1.6
Live Journal: http://www.livejournal.com/
1.6
Mir tesen: http://mirtesen.ru/
1.6
Znakomstva: http://znakomstva.ru/
1.6
Our students overwhelmingly use Facebook and V kontakte. According to
2010 data, Russians lead the world in average time spent on social
networking sites (comscore.com 2010), 9.8 hours per month, double the
worldwide average. In March 2012 The Moscow Times declared Russia “a
leader in social media use” (Moscow Times). Given the large role social
media played in events surrounding the Duma and presidential elections
of late 2011 and 2012, these numbers should continue to grow. Twice as
many students 25 and younger (56.6%) report using Russian on social
media sites than those over 25 (28.7%), so social media use of Russian is a
growing trend that we should take into account.
Even the small number of social media sites listed by respondents
represents many possibilities for classroom or homework exercises. For
example, almost every figure along the political spectrum in Russia
today has a Twitter account and sends regular feeds, from official
positions such as the Russian president (@KremlinRussia) to parodies of
them such as @KermlinRussia. In the fall of 2012, my advanced Russian
class at Michigan State followed the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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(@MID_RF) and two other feeds from a recommended list. Students
submitted weekly summaries of the tweets, including a detailed analysis
of one tweet and a list of five new words learned. My students made
positive comments about this exercise on their evaluations; they enjoyed
taking part in events and news stories as they developed, along with
combining their Russian studies with contemporary media that is well
suited to the smartphones many of them carry.
Respondents were asked about other ways they use Russian:
All respondents: other ways students use Russian in their free time (n
= 156)
Do you currently use Russian…
% who responded positively
…with friends?
66.6
…in your community?
33.9
...with relatives or significant others?
16.6
Two-thirds of our students report using Russian with friends. When
asked to identify places where they met their Russian-speaking friends,
71.1% replied at college, 47.1% through friends, 38.4% at work, and 8.6%
through family. Only 6.7% reported meeting Russian friends online. The
32.6% who selected “Other” mostly identified meeting Russian-speaking
friends in Russia, usually in the context of a study abroad program.
Approximately one-third responded that they use Russian in
their community. They do so in various ways; several use Russian at
religious services, and work with local immigrant groups (including
teaching English) and as volunteers at hospitals. Those currently living in
Russia make up approximately 25% of this group, and they also
regularly use Russian outside their homes.
One in eight students reported using Russian with family
members or significant others. When asked to elaborate, roughly half of
students in this category reported speaking Russian with family
members and half with partners or significant others.
The answers to these questions tell us much about why our
students begin taking Russian and how they use their language skills.
Now that we know more about our students, we can look at what we are
teaching them and explore ways we can better connect the content we
offer with what they need and desire.
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Cultural Content: What Are We Teaching?
82.7% of respondents reported taking Russian at their home institution
(i.e., not only at Middlebury), and 86.4% of those who took Russian
elsewhere reported that cultural content was taught in the highest-level
Russian class they took at their home institution. First, I asked students
how much of their class time was devoted to cultural content:
What percentage of your highest-level Russian class at your home
institution would you say was devoted to cultural content? (n = 107)
between 26 and 50%
39.2
over 75% of the time
22.4
25% or less
20.5
between 51 and 75%
17.7
Next I asked all students to identify the ideal percentage of class time to
devote to cultural content:
What percentage of language classes should be devoted to cultural
content? (n = 142)
between 26 and 50%
55.6
between 51 and 75%
23.9
25% or less
14.7
over 75% of the time
5.6
It is important to keep in mind that these questions deal with student
perceptions; even if it were always possible to separate language from
the cultural context, most Russian classes do not attempt explicitly to
treat only language or culture in discrete units at separate times. One
trend that emerges from this question is that students reject the extremes;
while almost a quarter of them (22.4%) felt that their language class
addressed cultural content over 75% of the time, far fewer respondents
(5.6%) felt this was an ideal percentage of class to devote to culture. The
same is true of the lower extreme, although the difference between
respondents who felt their class dealt with culture 25% or less of the time
(20.5%) and those who felt this was the ideal amount (14.7%) was much
smaller. Closer to half of class time is the amount the vast majority felt
should be devoted to culture; nearly 80% felt between 26 and 75% of
class time was ideal.
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Respondents were asked to rank, based on the amount of time
devoted to each, what kinds of cultural content were taught in their
Russian classes.
All respondents: What types of content were taught at your home
institution?
Rank by time devoted to each (n = 101)
Content Area
% ranked first % ranked in
top three
Prose Literature
37.6
60.3
Information about Everyday Life
18.8
42.5
History
8.9
36.6
Film
8.9
27.7
Poetry
7.9
44.5
Popular Culture
5.9
25.7
Politics
3.9
18.8
News Media
2.9
12.8
Contemporary Music
1.9
8.9
Other
2.9
3.9
Art
0.9
0.9
Folk Music
0
3.9
Folklore
0
3.9
Classical Music
0
2.9
Philosophy
0
1.9
Literature dominates the survey; taken together, prose literature and
poetry account for over 45% of what―as seen by our students―is taught
as culture in our language classrooms. The general category of
“Information about everyday life” was the only other subject area to
receive more than ten percent, and only history and film came close to
the ten percent mark. The three students who selected “Other” as their
first choice did not name a different subject but instead expressed
difficulty at answering the question, in two cases because the student
could not remember (one claimed “I only paid attention to the
language”). Science, law, and medicine were offered as possibilities but
were not selected.
Cultural Content: What do students desire?
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The numbers changed significantly when respondents were asked what
types of cultural content should be offered in Russian language classes.
All respondents: What types of content SHOULD be taught in Russian
language classes? Rank by time devoted to each (n = 132)
Content Area
% ranked
% ranked in
first
top three
Information about Everyday Life
40.1
62.1
Prose Literature
15.9
36.3
History
14.3
53.7
Popular Culture
8.3
29.5
Poetry
6.0
24.2
News Media
4.5
21.2
Film
3.7
21.9
Politics
3.7
28
Other
3.0
5.3
Folk Music
0.7
5.3
Classical Music
0.7
3.7
Folklore
0.7
3.7
Contemporary Music
0
3.0
Philosophy
0
1.5
Art
0
0
When looking at what students feel is taught and what should be taught,
some interesting trends emerge. At the top of the poll, information about
everyday life and prose literature essentially traded places and the gap
between them increased. History moved up significantly to third place
very close to prose literature, while popular culture moved up and
poetry down slightly. Perhaps surprisingly, film fell over 50% (from
fourth to seventh place) and politics remained unchanged. The categories
near the bottom of the survey, such as music, art, philosophy, and
folklore, did not move up, and students are not clamoring for them. One
interesting note to emerge from this question is the fact that many
students declared an interest in government work, yet politics is ranked
low by all groups.
Under “Other” three students named “all of the above” while
others mentioned business, “food, dress, social interactions,” and
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cooking. Medicine and law received no selections, while sciences
received one third-place vote.
Some gender differences emerge in the choice of what types of
cultural content should be taught. Men selected information about
everyday life, prose literature, and history for their top three:
Men: What types of content SHOULD be taught in Russian language
classes?
Rank by time devoted to each (n = 46)
Content Area
% ranked first
% ranked in
top three
Information about Everyday
34.7
76
Life
Prose Literature
17.3
34.7
History
10.8
52.1
Popular Culture
10.8
32.6
Poetry
8.6
19.5
News Media
6.5
19.5
Film
4.3
28.2
Other
4.3
8.6
Politics
2.1
28.2
Classical Music
0
2.1
Folklore
0
2.1
Folk Music
0
2.1
Philosophy
0
2.1
Contemporary Music
0
0
Art
0
0
Women selected the same top three, but not in the same order and with
differences in emphasis:
Women: What types of content SHOULD be taught in Russian
language classes?
Rank by time devoted to each (n = 87)
Content Area
% ranked first % ranked in
top three
Information about Everyday Life
41.3
60.9
History
16
51.7
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Prose Literature
Popular Culture
Politics
Poetry
News Media
Film
Other
Folk Music
Classical Music
Folklore
Contemporary Music
Philosophy
Art

13.7
6.8
4.5
4.5
3.4
3.4
2.2
1.1
1.1
1.1
0
0
0

35.6
27.5
27.5
26.4
20.6
18.3
3.4
5.7
4.5
4.5
4.5
1.1
0

Women placed more emphasis on information about everyday life and
history, and even ranked history second above prose literature. They less
frequently chose prose literature, popular culture, and politics. The
answers from younger students parallel the overall results with small
differences in emphasis:
Respondents 25 and under: What types of content SHOULD be taught
in Russian language classes? Rank by time devoted to each (n = 47)
Content Area
% ranked first
% ranked in
top three
Information about Everyday
31.9
55.3
Life
History
19.1
55.3
Prose Literature
19.1
44.6
Popular Culture
6.3
34
News Media
6.3
23.4
Poetry
4.2
27.6
Film
4.2
25.5
Politics
4.2
19.1
Other
4.2
8.6
Contemporary Music
0
2.1
Folklore
0
2.1
Philosophy
0
2.1
Art
0
0
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Classical Music
Folk Music

0
0

0
0

Younger students selected a similar top three, but for them history and
prose essentially were tied for second place, and the numbers for those
two subjects were slightly higher than for all respondents and
information about everyday was slightly lower than overall. The
emphasis that younger students place on these three topics is shown by
the almost 13% gap between them and the fourth-place subject, popular
culture.
Conclusion
Dabars and Kagan show that “High-level competency cannot be
achieved without strong sociocultural competency” (2002, 222; see also
Hacking 2008). Making cultural content an integral part of our language
classes is essential to our students’ success. It is important that we
emphasize that cultural content does not in any way detract from
language learning, but is an essential aspect of it, just like grammar or
vocabulary. Exactly what content to offer remains a complicated
question. Stryker and Leaver argue that the cultural content taught in
language courses “is frequently decided arbitrarily by the teacher and is
usually based on academic tradition” (1997, 5). In many cases, “academic
tradition” refers to literature and therefore it is often felt that “the study
of culture equates to the study of literature” (1997, 7). This position can
lead to the rejection of literature as cultural content in the language
classroom (Schultz 2002). One point made by my survey is that students
of Russian do not reject literature as cultural content and consistently
place it near the top of desired subjects.
Specialists know that literature occupies a place of special
importance in the Russian context, and that knowledge of the main
writers and texts is absolutely essential to function in Russian at a high
level. Dabars and Kagan point out that Russian culture in particular
makes frequent use of allusions from a wide range of areas―including
literature―that are vital for complete comprehension of Russian
discourse (2002, 228); therefore instructors must find a balance of cultural
topics to present. This survey shows that students of Russian are
interested in a range of topics that includes literature, but is not limited
to it. Literature remains high on their list of desired topics, supplanted
only ― but by a significant margin ― by information about Russians’
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everyday lives. The survey reveals that our students will use Russian in
different jobs and also in various ways outside the workplace, factors
that should also influence our choice of content. Instructors of Russian
also need to consider how their students will access this cultural content;
as Russians increasingly use social media and other new technologies,
we need to ensure that our students will be able to function in these same
media.
Students entering universities today differ significantly from
those who were in our classrooms even five to ten years ago. They
engage with technology differently, perceive the world differently, and
will enter an ever-changing job market and geo-political situation. The
more we know about our students, the better we can plan our lessons to
expose them to relevant cultural content that will aid them after they
graduate our programs. Such preparation will ensure that we keep our
students and our profession fresh, relevant, and positioned to make a
difference for our students and their world.
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